Creating a Comfortable Learning Environment
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Comfort is an aspect of living that everyone strives for. Especially in education, but how often do students actually feel
comfortable in the classroom? “Comfort was often the last thing on the minds of professionals back in a time when schools
were designed to prepare workers for the factory” says The George Lucas Educational Foundation’s Edutopia. Is comfort still the
last thing on the minds of professionals today? According to John Dewey in the 1900’s “nature has not adapted the young animal
to the narrow desk, the crowded curriculum, the silent absorption of complicated facts.” In other words, students are not able to
adapt their learning to classrooms that do not provide comfort. Although attention to whether students feel comfortable in the
classroom may be more prominent than they were back in the day, some teachers still aren’t creating classrooms that allow
students to feel comfortable with learning, which includes striving for higher thinking, and taking risks to build on their learning.
The problem isn’t that teachers don’t want to create comfortable learning environments. The problem is teachers don’t know how
to create comfortable learning environments. Here are some physical changes that teachers can make to help create comfortable
learning environments, which will be discussed.

Replacing hard chairs for softer seats
Providing areas where students can unwind
Limiting overcrowded spaces

Decorating your room with positive posters
Minimizing unnecessary background noise
Comfortable room temperature

Physical Comfort

Replacing hard chairs for softer seats is a great way to improve the comfort of your classroom. Students are in school for
roughly six hours a day. A typical class period usually involves students sitting down for long periods of time. Students can often
become restless when they are forced to sit in the same chair for an entire class period. This can cause students to become
distracted and to lose focus on the content being taught. By providing softer seats and more comfortable chairs it helps students
stay focused because they are not distracted by thoughts of how uncomfortable they are. Another idea is to implement a lot of
kinesthetic activities into your lessons. When you give students the opportunity to move around, it not only helps students relieve
some pent up energy, but it also helps them become engaged in the content since the activity will require them to do more than to
just sit.

Providing areas where students can unwind is another great method for creating a comfortable physical classroom
environment. Maybe a student is irking to draw, write, move around, or even listen to music, establishing an area in your
classroom where students can unwind and exacerbate energy comfortably while still learning the material is important. MI
activity stations are a great way to allow students to learn the content, while also allowing them to release pent up energy in an
interest based way. If you set up stations around the room with each station tailored to a specific MI that relates to the material
you are teaching, students will be more inclined to want to learn the material because they are presented with the opportunity to
decide how they want to learn the content based on their interests.

Limiting overcrowded spaces is a must when creating a comfortable physical learning environment. Middle school teacher,
Amanda Fortin, says:
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A lot of the classrooms consist of the desks being arranged in rows and I feel uncomfortable with that because it
makes the students feel isolated. It also does not provide a lot of room for students (or myself) to move around
easily.

Amanda has a point. Rows tend to cause overcrowded spaces, which makes it difficult to form groups easily and it does not give
off the vibe of a comfortable classroom setting. By pushing the desks together and creating tables or even by forming a U shape
with desks, it opens up your classroom and provides more space for students to feel like they can not only literally breathe, but
also breathe in what they are learning in a comfortable manner.

Decorating your room with student work or inspirational posters can improve the comfort of your students’ learning
environment tremendously. When you hang student work up in the classroom, it sends a message to the students that their
learning is significant to you, which further elaborates to you proving to your students that you care about their education.
Amanda uses student work and posters to improve the comfort of her classroom.

When I taught 7" grade, I would put student work up and colorful posters. I do this not only because I value all of
the learning that the students have accomplished, but I also do this because the classroom should be a tool for
students. If students have a difficult time trying to solve a problem or answer a question, I always remind them that
if you don’t have the answer, you may be able to find it in the room. I'm not flat out giving them the answer, but the
classroom should be designed as a tool for them therefore I think it is important to get that point across to students.

Color is also a great way to enhance the comfort of your classroom, but don’t use too much of it. Some students with specific
learning needs can become overstimulated by a lot of color. Even color should be in moderation.

Minimizing unnecessary background noise may seem like a minor thing when creating a comfortable learning environment,
but it actually creates a huge impact. Things such as air conditioners or heaters can be extremely distracting to students and these
noises may drown out your own teaching voice, which causes students to lose interest and become easily lost in other thoughts.
Students who share their ideas during class may also have a hard time communicating their ideas to others because the sound
muffles their voice. It is hard enough for students to work up the courage to share an idea once, but to have to repeat their
thoughts and ideas multiple times is more than most students are willing to handle and the distracting background noises may
actually discourage students from participating in class discussions. Talk to your school principal about it and maybe you can
work something out so that you can still have a heated or air conditioned room, but without all of the noise that comes with it.

Providing a comfortable room temperature is also essential to creating a comfortable learning environment. How many of
your students have often complained how cold it is or how hot it is in your room? These fluctuating temperature changes can
cause students to become distracted during class because their thoughts are focused on how uncomfortable they are and not on
the material that you are trying to teach. Also talk to your school principal about this issue or take matters into your own hands.
For example, if your room is too warm for your students’ liking, open a few windows. If your room is too cold for your students’
liking, suggest that they bring sweaters to class in preparation for when the room transitions into a cold spell.

Mental and Emotional Comfort

Allowing your students to feel mentally and emotionally comfortable in your classroom is another key component of
creating a safe learning environment. Here is what Amanda had to say about this:

Building a relationship with every student is important. Even though we often don’t have time to do that, [ work really
hard on this aspect of creating a safe learning environment. If yours students are not comfortable with you or if they
are not comfortable with their other classmates, then it won’t work. If you are invested in your students, then they will
work harder. That is what I have experienced.

Here are some suggestions for how to make your classroom more emotionally and mentally safe.

Create a bulletin board of yourself (let your students get to know you)

Create multiple intelligences boards (get to know your students on an academic level)

Have the students participate in interest surveys (get to know your students on a personal level)
Get the students to know each other (using cooperative groups)

Focus a lot of your energy on establishing relationships in the first couple of weeks



Everyone likes to feel comfortable and one of the most critical aspects of successful learning is comfort. Students need to feel
comfortable both physically, mentally, and emotionally in order to learn. They need to feel comfortable with the thought of
giving an incorrect answer in class without being ridiculed by the teacher or other students. They need to feel comfortable with
the material that they have been taught as well as feel comfortable illustrating to the teacher that they have mastered it. They also
need to just feel physically comfortable. You can’t sleep when you aren’t comfortable and the same goes for learning. Learning
isn’t possible if students aren’t comfortable, therefore, it is important for us as teachers to provide students a comfortable learning
environment on a physical, mental, and emotional level.

Knowing Your Students

Knowing your students includes both how they learn and who they are as individuals. It is important for teachers to
understand both aspects when it comes to each of their students.

Who They Are as Learners

Knowing how each individual student learns is significant in helping your students feel safe in the classroom. By taking
the time to know how your students learn, you are continuing to illustrate to them that you are invested in their education and that
investment can go a long way with several students. Knowing your students enable you to:

Create a psychologically safe environment for every learner

Determine each student’s readiness for learning

Identify multiple access points to the curriculum to increase engagement and success
Develop and demonstrate greater emotional intelligence in the classroom

Creating a Psychologically Safe Environment
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Students crave affection, belonging and esteem. While getting to know students, a teacher can develop a connection not just with
one student, but among many students. When a teacher gains the trust and respect of his or her students, it creates a
psychologically safe atmosphere in the classroom. Students need this type of security in order to experience deep learning and
high order thinking. If students feel like they belong and are significant, then they are more likely to take risks with their learning.

Determining Readiness

Teachers make decisions everyday about their student’s individual readiness and group readiness (involving the readiness of the
entire class). In order to meet the learning needs of the classroom, teachers need to keep in mind both individual readiness and
group readiness. Therefore, if there are different readiness levels in the classroom, then different levels of challenge must also be
provided. When thinking about learning readiness, as teacher we must not only consider the skills and understanding that students
illustrate in new learning experience, but we must also remember their past learning experiences as well.

Using Student Interests to Make Connections to Learning

Knowing your students allow you to determine ways to make connections between the content and their lives. By knowing what
your students are interested in, you are not only able to draw them into the content, but you are also able to get them motivated
about learning the content. This is where incorporating multiple intelligences into your classroom can be extremely helpful in
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creating a comfortable classroom environment because it allows students to understand the content through doing an activity that
they feel comfortable with.

Illustrating Emotional Intelligence

Teachers often acquire an increased amount of emotional intelligence when they get to know their students. Getting to know
students provokes teachers to have more empathy, more patience, and more flexibility of thought. It also allows teachers to gain a
better understanding of what the student’s responsibility is and what the teacher’s responsibility is. Emotional intelligence is
beneficial to both the teacher and his or her students because teachers are encouraged to ask questions about students and
eradicate negative attitudes and judgments about students. By illustrating that you have a lot of emotional intelligence, your are
setting a good example for your students of how to use emotional intelligence for positive purposes.

Other Suggestions to Consider

Having students fill out a multiple intelligence survey is a great way to understand how each student learns best. Knowing
this information can allow you to create assignments that allow students to explore the content that you are teaching them in a
way that they feel comfortable and safe in because they are familiar with it.

Don’t be afraid to check in with students to see how they are doing on an assignment. Walk around the room and ask
students questions about what they are working on. Don’t loom over them or stand behind them as you silently look at what they
are doing and then walk away. This can come off as intimidating to students and may, in fact, encourage them to hide their work
from you because they feel like you may have been disappointed in their work. Ask your students questions about what they are
having trouble understanding and present them with positive feedback about what they have accomplished so far. Keep
illustrating to your students that you care about their success as learners.

Learning profiles are a great way to help you get to know your students. Learning profiles can consist of a student’s
biological traits, cultural and societal factors, emotional and social influences, academic performance, and learning preferences.
help you meet the challenge of coming to know your students, we recommend developing student learning profiles to capture five
important dimensions of learning identity: biological traits, cultural and societal factors, emotional and social influences,
academic performance, and learning preferences. Obviously you won’t receive all of this information in one sitting, but over a
period of time, you should be able to create learning profiles for all of your students, which will be useful information for you
and other teachers to use as you discover it and in the future.

Who Students are as Individuals

It is important to not just know where each student stands academically, but it is also important to know where each
students stands as an individual. Amanda says:

Just chatting with each student and saying “Hey, how are you?” illustrates to each student that you care and are
interested in their lives. Students love it if you will listen to them. Some students don’t get the opportunity at home to
tell their parents about themselves.

Whether you teach students who have great home lives or awful home lives, illustrating to students that you care says a lot to
them. They will understand that you aren’t just invested in them as learners, but that you are also invested in them as future
citizens who supports both who they are as learners and who they are as individuals. Here are some tips to help you discover who
your students are as individuals.

Implement “get to know each other” games during the first few weeks of classes

Have them do “free writes” where they get to write about what is going on with their lives

Design activities that evoke students to ask appropriate questions about you or other students

Create a responsive classroom, which is designed for you to get know students and for students to get to know each other
. Possible activity: acquire a roll of toilet paper and for every square they have to say a fact about themselves (Amanda’s
idea)

Creating relationships between you and each of your students is a fundamental aspect of education and getting to know your
students is the only way that you will establish positive relationships with each student. Whether it is on an academic or a
personal level, illustrating to your students that you are invested in their education does wonders for their self-esteem and
motivation as a learner.



Being Approachable
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It is important for students to feel comfortable around the teacher in order to create a safe learning environment. This
all comes back to establishing positive relationships with students and being approachable is one way to help build positive
relationships with students. Amanda says:

If students are terrified of you, then it won’t work. You want to convey the message to students “Hey, I am here for you,
but if you need anything just let me know!” Students don’t respond well to teachers who use stern voices or have a
negative tone. A lot of it is how you talk to them and how you respond to them even when things get frustrating. If you
don’t raise your voice it will help them respond better because they will feel like you are treating them like a normal
person (some students may hear so much yelling at home that it only intensifies what they feel when they are at home).
If you can laugh with your students about something, that will help. As difficult as this is, it is also important to create a
relationship with every student. Circulating around the room also helps, but it continues to show students that you are
interested in your learning as opposed to just sitting at your desk not paying attention. If they are relaxed, they will
come to you. It’s all about comfort.

As Amanda puts it, students will not seek help or assistance from you if they do not feel comfortable or relaxed about the idea of
approaching you. Making your students feel comfortable with you is essential to the success of their learning while they are in
your classroom. Below are some suggestions for how you can appear and seem more approachable to your students.

1. Shouting doesn’t get you anywhere. Look at your pupils like they are consumers. If you scream and shout at them, you aren’t
going to get them to buy into what you are saying.

2. People don’t like it when they are fearful of something, especially students who are faced with a scary teacher. If you
intimidate students, they are going to want to skip school rather than pursue learning.

3. Try not to let your frustration show. Students can sense when you are tense, which makes them feel uncomfortable. You
immediately seem more approachable if you just relax, which makes the classroom a more optimal learning environment.

4. Encourage and evoke students to ask questions. Asking questions can be one of the most nerve racking and uncomfortable
aspects of learning in a classroom. Demonstrate to students that it is perfectly okay to ask questions to promote a safe learning
environment.

5. Motivate students! Interact with students and discuss what the material that you taught them in a friendly manner. This helps
boost both their confidence and their enthusiasm. Don’t try to be the cool teacher who lets your students get away with things.
Sure, you may be well liked, but students won’t take you seriously as a teacher thus they sure won’t be coming to you for
questions about their learning.

6. Avoid being a dictator. You need your students to see you like you are a mentor, but for the entire class. You’ll get better
result from students if you help guide students in their learning, rather than ordering students around.

7. Be approachable toward parents too. If you are approachable to their students, they are less likely to complain about you to
their parents. With this information from their kids, the parents will be more likely to go to you if they have any concerns rather
than going immediately to your employer.

8. Strive to impress your colleagues. Earning the respect of your colleagues helps establish yourself within a school community.
If your students say good things about you, you will start building a good reputation not just with your students, but also with
your colleagues. This kind of approachability can also land you other potential job opportunities.
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Final Thoughts

Being approachable is a critical component of creating a safe learning environment. If you don’t appear friendly and
capable of possessing human emotions, then students will avoid you at all costs. Remember to smile, don’t be afraid to laugh, and
demonstrate to students that you are human and that you are there to help them succeed. Once again, if you show students that
you are invested in their learning, then they will invest in their learning.

Written by Allison Fortin
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Rules and Policies

A lot of individuals would debate the most common way to ensure a learner’s safety is to
set boundaries for the student in their classroom. There are rules and regulations you can put into
place in your classroom based on your school’s policies and your own preferences. It is
important to not only enforce your own rules that you put into place, but the school rules too. If a
student notices you have consideration for the school policy, they will respect you more and be
more likely follow your rules for them. For a student to be expected to follow your expectations,
but you cannot do the same for the school, they could use that as an excuse not to listen.!

When creating your set of suggestions for your students, the best thing to do is to state it
positively. Hearing “do not slam doors” will possibly annoy your students. To state it in the
proper way, you could say: “shut doors gently” A less demanding tone will also help with your
students listening. Instead of the prior, you could say: “when shutting doors, do as gently as you
can.” Students will appreciate a non-bossy injunction and be more likely to obey it.!

Another key piece of the rules in the classroom is to make them open ended or general so
the student can imagine a lot covered under the one rule. If you have a too specific rule, the
student can find loopholes to get around it. Now, here you might say, “that’s fine, I plan on
making a rule for everything I want my students to do!” You were a student once; imagine how
they would feel if they had a chapter book of requirements you expected of them. They would
completely ignore it, and have no respect for your protocol. An example of creating a broad or
general list would be, “treat others with respect.” The others portion covers their peers, their

teachers, their parents, and everyone they come into contact throughout the day. Respect covers a



wide array manners the student can incorporate in order to for students to comply with your
requests.!
Try creating a scenario where a student can get away with
wrongdoing because of loopholes when you use the “Safe,
Respectful and Responsible” model. This model includes all
requirements students need to fit in order to develop the safest

environment for you and those in your classroom.

It is essential to have these general rules, requirements, suggestions, etc. visible or within

the students access from the first day of classes. Creating the basis of what you expect of your
students will help them understand how they should act from the very beginning. They will recall
a visual, especially in times where they may begin to act inappropriately for the situation, which
will prevent them from making the decision to do something where someone else can be
uncomfortable. Therefore, it is a good idea to create a poster, picture, or any other type of visual
the students can refer to throughout class period. This
visual should also be posted in the front of the class or
somewhere where each student can view it.!

The overall knowledge of the student is not
necessarily the only thing that will prevent behavior
you do not want in your classroom. Students need to

be instructed as well. Going over the rules and your

expectations on the first day of class, and then your


http://www.glencoe.com/sec/teachingtoday/downloads/pdf/classroom_rules_example_guidleines.pdf

enforcement of the rule will play a big part in the student’s behavior. The students will more
likely behave if you are frequently, though not all the time, reiterating your policy to them.
Enforcing said policy must be done too. If there is ever a time for a teacher to be consistent, now

is as good as any time to do so.!

Addressing Behavioral Issues in the Classroom

When is comes to enforcing the rules, you want to do it as unbiased as possible. Pegging
students for a certain behavior can almost increase their like hood of acting that way.? A teacher
must be open to the possibility that other scenarios and elements are at play. Try to uncover any
information about the student reacting, behaving, or doing something in retaliation of anything
factor. Doreen Richard, a 5th grade teacher of 25 years recalls a time where she could have used
this strategy.

“I remember one year, one of my students pushed her chair
away from her desk rather violently and walked out of the room. 1
made the mistake of thinking she was just refusing to learn the
subject matter and became upset with her reaction. I followed her
and asked her to come into the room, but she refused. I eventually
told her I would have to call the office if she did not come in, I left
her there sitting in the hallway and did so. After speaking with her

at the end of class, she finally felt comfortable enough to tell me



the boy who sat behind her was kicking her chair to annoy her,

and would not follow her requests to stop.”

Even though Doreen neglected to stop the behavior from happening due to her
unawareness of the situation, she realized that the behavioral issues came from another party at
well. What Doreen did that every teacher should do is follow up with the student who is
behaving poorly. A lot of the time, a student reacts to something because they are frustrated, do
not understand, or just need some help.

Let us take a look at other aspects of Doreen’s situation. What else did she do properly?
Following the student and speaking with her is a starting point. What the most important thing is
was the follow up. Doreen spoke with the student again once her reaction was relatively over.
This is a perfect time to understand what really happened between the student and his or her
issue. Doreen made sure to let her student know she was misbehaving as well. When she went to
the hall and the student refused to return she stated she would have to call the office because of
her defiance. Doreen also did not yell and make a scene in front of the other students, but took
the opportunity addressing her in an more off-side location she happened to locate to. This
prevents possible embarrassment of the student, as well as a more comfortable environment for
the student to talk.

The biggest thing that Doreen did was not give up on the student. Her follow up showed
she cares as an educator and wants to help. When students know there is someone on their side,

they are more comfortable in your class and less likely to have issue.



There are always improvements you can make to ensure the next time something happens,
you will get a more positive reaction. Doreen realized that she should have accounted for other
variable in her student’s reaction and not jumped to conclusions that the student was reacting
because she was just trying to be defiant and did not want to learn the material. Doreen says
since that incident, she tries to keep an eye out for behavior issues while class is in session by
listening to whats going on in the background. This way she can try her best to handle a possible
situation before it happens.

Now that Doreen’s student has confided in her, what is the best way to handle the
situation? Doreen decided to confront the male student about his behavior and told him it was not
acceptable and he can not continue do so. Luckily that student understood and neglecting to keep
pestering the female student.?

When you are asking your student to seize their possibly distracting behavior, it is good to
always say “thank you” when they have completed your request. Being polite will show the
student that you take this seriously and you appreciate your efforts to contribute to the classroom
safety policy. The biggest thing with expressing your thanks is your recognition of their proper
behavior, not their improper one.3

It is not likely that every situation you face in the classroom will end in the students
understanding and trying their hardest not to do it again. Sometimes you simply have that student
in your class that just enjoys disrupting the flow of things. The key thing in the situation is not to
dismiss the student, and never give up on that student. Their reactions are for important reasons,
especially to them. To ensure that your class is safest for everyone, you need to be willing to

work with the students known to misbehave to help them rectify the situation and address the



reasons for their behavior in the first place. This may take time, but in the end, that student will
probably be aware of your committal and appreciate your help.

If you are unsuccessful at trying to reach the student in your class who seems to be giving
you a problem, consult with your co-workers if you have not done so yet. A number of times,
there will be a student in class that will not listen to anything. No matter how hard you try, they
do not want to talk with you. Another person can come to assist, or just talk with that student
instead. Try to accommodate the students and their needs.

There are so many different types of situations you can run into in the classroom. Typical
types of students, whether is be the talker, debater, the sulker, or the boycotter, there are

numerous tools you can use to make the best of each situation.*

Handling the Situation without Misbehaving Yourself

What’s worse than a student disrupting the class because of behavioral issues? A teacher
disrupting the class because of behavioral issues. Not necessarily their own (sometimes that is
the case) but the student’s issues as well. When a teacher flies off the handle and does not control
their emotions, temper, or beliefs, it creates an environment where every student feels
uncomfortable and possibly in danger depending on the situation. Many times, a student that
witnesses a teacher “lose their cool” will lose respect for them in certain situations. Not only will

the student feel uncomfortable, but it is possible for the student to pick up on these behaviors as

well.’ The biggest thing is to stay positive the best you can.
Letting personal issues get in the way of teacher is one of the biggest things you do not

want. Like other professions, it is important to make sure your personal life does not affect the
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classroom. There are scenarios where a teacher can be emotional over something and a student’s
poor behavior in the classroom can initiate a teachers poor reaction. The student’s behavior is not
what they are reacting to, but their own frustration for all the teacher is dealing with. This sets a
poor atmosphere in the room.

Another way teachers can react poorly to situations include yelling at a notoriously
distracting student. Teachers who witness the repeat offender tend to slowly lose their tolerance
to such behavior. Next thing you know, Jimmy is talking to his friend while you are trying to
teach and you burst out at him. Sure, Jimmy should not have been talking, but bursting out is not
going to help any situation, no matter how many times you have dealt with it.

Keep a level head at all times- or at least try to. Teachers need to show their students
support, even if it is a student your do
not like because of their behavior. A
teacher’s job is to teach students a
certain content, to create the safest
environment for them as possible, and

to help them when they need it. ¢

Written by Delaney Paterson
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